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THE MODERN REVALUATION OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 
Introduction 
In the inevitable process of the development 
of human thought and knowledge, it seems but perfectly 
natural and normal that our ideas concerning the Hebrew 
Scriptures, - their origin, character, and significance -
should undergo changes, in accordance with the advance-
ment of all other information in general. It would in-
deed be strange if progress should be made along every 
other line except in the field of religion, and yet it 
must be admitted that for all too long a period such 
seemed to be the case. New inventions and discoveries 
from every branch of science made living conditions more 
endurable for the temporal existence of mankind, but still 
"the old-time religion" continued to be good enough for 
the spiritual growth of the race; or, if difficulties did 
arise in that quarter, they were usually smoothed over as 
quickly and as quietly as - possible, with the excuse that 
this matter lay in the mysterious realm of the supernatur-
al, and therefore could not be handled or explained as 
could the ordinary events of life. 
But with the growth of science, it was dis-
covered by the more thoughtful that the inconsistencies 
and inaccuracies in the holy Book of Christianity were 
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altogether too many and obvious to be condoned if the 
Book were to be regarded with the old-time reverence as 
the ultimate repository of all truth and wisdom. Gradu-
ally there grew up the fascinating investigation into the 
composition and relative value of various portions of the 
Scriptures, now known as the science of Biblical criti-
cism, and with this inquiry there slowly unfolded most 
remarkable vistas into the real nature and significance 
of this Book which for generations had been allowed to re-
main undisturbed as a sort of miraculous fetish for the 
superstitious on the one hand or as an object of little 
regard, if not actual disdain, for those of the other ex-
treme who considered themselves far removed from any myst-
ical weaknesses or unbusinesslike methods of guiding their 
practical careers. 
In order to understand .1ust what t hese discover-
ies brought to light, however, and why they were so long 
in being made, it will be necessary to take a bird 1 s-eye 
view of the situation, from the earliest formation of the 
Book down to the present. We shall then be in a better 
position to judge for ourselves the results of this infor-
mation, - whether it has brought increased s piritual en-
lightenment, or robbed us of the values we once thought we 
possessed in an infallible record of divine revelation. 
For the purpose of limiting our research as well 
as to secure more logical results, we shall confine our 
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study to the criticism of those books now comprising the 
Old Testament, for here it was that criticism found an 
opening wedge into the structure of the entire Bible, and 
furnished a background for the better understanding of 
the various portions of the New Testament. Moreover, it 
was upon the Old Testament that the greatest scholars, 
Jewish as well as Christian, centered their efforts in an 
attempt to find out the nature of those ancient fragments 
which have for so many centuries formed the sacred litera-
ture of both Jews and Gentiles. 
The object of this paper, therefore, is, in the 
first place, to set forth a brief outline of the canoniza-
tion of the Old Testament; in the second place, to show 
how the Scriptures were regarded by the old or so-called 
traditional view, which fostered the allegorical method 
of interpretation; and in the third place, what it was 
that brought about a different conception, and how this 
conception varied from the traditional one, showing the 
loss as well as the gain of the new interpretation. 
Formation of the Old Testament Canon 
To begin, therefore, with the history of the Old 
Testament canon we find that the Jewish Scriptures consist-
ed of three main parts,- the Law (Torah), the Prophets 
(Nebhiim), and the Writings (Kethubhim). Not only are these 
three divisions referred to in the New Testament, but in 
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contemporary secular history and literature frequent men-
tion is made of this so-called "tripartite division" of 
the rolls preserved in each sacred ark of the various syna-
gogues, and even today we may still find the Jewish Old 
Testament in this same form. It is important to trace the 
or~gin of these parts, the probable date of their composi-
tion, and the circumstances under which they were finally 
admitted into the canon of Scripture, for such information 
cannot help but throw much light on the value of our Old 
Testament today. Their story will be summed up briefly 
in the following paragraphs. 
Although the actual process of canonizing the 
books of the Old Testament occurred within a comparative-
ly brief epoch, - perhaps only a little over five hundred 
years in all - the gradual growth of the material contained 
in its three parts occupied a much longer period of time. 
For, contrary to t he old belief that these various books 
were written at one time and by one person, the develop-
ment was gradual, a s in the c ase with the literature of 
any people. First came what has been c alled the elemental 
stage, the formation of the literary antecedents of the 
Old Testament books, consisting of the ancient SemitiD 
legends, b all ads, and folk-songs, transmitted orally for 
generations or inscribed in cuneiform writing on the tiles 
and tablets of clay. Cycles of patriarchal legends, as 
well as codes of ancient laws, extend far back beyond the 
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dawn of history into the silent centurie s which have left 
for themselves no record except the witness of this fuller 
fruitage which the imagination must picture as having slow-
ly evolved from much earlier sources, long since lost in 
their original form. 
We cstch a rumor now and then of such collections 
in the references to the "Book of the Wars of Jehovah'', the 
"Book of Jasher", that of Nathan, of Gad, Iddo the Seer, 
Jebu, Shemaiah, "The Acts of Solomon", "The Chronicles of 
the Kings of Judah", and "The Chronicles of the Kings of 
Israel", the collection of p r overbs by the men of Hezekiah, 
as well as the sermons and predictions of the prophets. 
Again the labors of the archeologist, the student 
of Semitic languages, of comparative religions, and of the 
history of Assyria, Babylonia, Phoenicia , and Arabia, have 
thrown much light on the entire matter. We hear of t he 
creation and deluge legends being read from the clay tab-
let library of Assurbanipal of Nineveh, just as they wer~ 
told a thousand years before the time of Moses, or we marvel 
at the striking parallel between the l aws of Hammurabi ex-
cavated at Susa a n d the decalogue in the twentieth chapter 
of Exodus. Early decisions of the judges were no doubt 
generalized, and became the fami l iar precepts of the priests, 
together with the popular stories about Samuel, Eli.iah, and 
other outstanding heroes of the olden times. It must have 
been around this time also that some inspired group of pro-
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phets undertook to put into writing the early history of 
the race for the purpose of tracing its relationship to Je-
hovah. Thus there gradually came into existence, perhaps 
during the middle of the ninth century B. C., what we now 
call the Jahvist ( .J) narrative, - so named because of the 
use of the name Jehovah orYahweh, - and also the Elohist 
(E) document which uses the name Elohim for God, and dates· 
perhaps from the time of Amos and Hosea, around the middle 
of the eighth century B. C.,or half a century earlier. 
But apparently none of this religious literature 
was looked upon as sacred, in the sense in which later Scrip-
ture came to be regarded. It was not until the discovery 
of the book of the Law in the temple, during Josiah's reign 
(621 B: C.) that we have any record of a distinct portion 
of the Old Testament being recognized as authorita tive. 
This book or roll, probably written by some student of the 
J and E narratives in Hezekiah's day, has been recognized as 
the m13-in portion of the present book of Deuteronomy, although 
no doubt in an earlier form, perhaps adapted from the Mosaic 
law. At any rate its contents must already have been famil-
iar to the people to whom it was read, as they immediately 
recognized it as authoritative, and were conscience-smitten 
to think that it had so long been neglected. To this book 
there was added, in the period of the literary activity dur-
ing the exile, the religious and national history which was 
contained in the old J and E doct~ents, as well as the com-
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pilation of priestly laws, lest they be forgotten, - al-
though these additions were hardly as yet to be considered 
on a level with Deuteronomy, as far as authority was con-
cerned. Upon the return of the exiles, however, Ezra 
brought with him the entire collection, practically the 
whole of the Pentateuch as now known, and the nearest date 
we can fix for this first canon is the middle of the fifth 
century B. C., for we know that shortly after this, -about 
432 B. c. - it was accepted by the Samaritans as their law. 
This first canon of Scripture, or Torah, was in 
fact all that the Samaritans ever did accept, owing to their 
lack of dealings with the Jews, when later additions were 
compiled. But in Israel and ,Judah there grew up the desire 
to preserve also the writings of the prophets, now that 
spoken exhortations had become a thing of the past and their 
religion was being crystallized about a book. We find, more-
over, that there were two classes of prophetic writings in 
the second group (Nebhiim), the first being the narrative 
books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings, - written to 
teach religion however, rather than history, by an unfold-
ing view of Jehovah's purpose for his people - and the 
second, those books which we are accustomed now to think 
of as the prophets, including both the major and minor, 
with the exception of Daniel which was not compiled until 
about 165 B. C. It is possible that these prophetic books 
may have been collected as early as the time of Nehemiah, 
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although they were not recognized as sacred Scripture 
until shortly before the close . of the third century. 
The thir d canon came chiefly as a result of the 
terrible persecution of Antiochus, in the troublous days 
of the .Maccabees, the edict of 168 B. c. to destroy the 
Law only resulting in its surer preservation by the patri-
otic .Jews of the period. It is natural that tradi t ion 
should have connected this work with the name of Judas Mac-
cabeus. But it is more probable that he did not have the 
time to accomplish this before his death, and that it 
shoul d be accredited to later hands. The process of c anon-
ization was practically the same as with the two earlier 
sections; the books were first preserved as possessing un-
usual religious value, and then canonized in order that 
they might better be preserved, as this not only enhanced 
their prestige but gave them into the safe keeping of the 
official scribes. The date fixed as the most probable for 
the canonization of the majority of the books in this group, 
known as the Writings (Kethubhim), lies somewhere between 
the years 161 and 135· B. C., at the time of the revival un-
der the high priests, .Jonathan and Simon, the brothers and 
successors of Judas Maccabeus. Of the Kethubhim the 
mo~t important book is the Psalter, hitherto the service 
book of the temple singers, but now to become that of all 
Israel. The rolls corrnnonly known as "antilegomena", or 
"disputed" books, - Ecclesiastes, Song of Solomon, Esther, 
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and Chronicles - were probably admitted somewhat later, 
around the close of the second century B. c. Although, 
t herefore, the scriptural character of all the books in 
the Kethubhlmwas recognized much earlier, their actual 
canonization dates somewhere between the years 160 and 
105 B. C., while the destruct~on of Jerusalem by Titus in 
the year 70 A. D. brought about the final ratification of 
the completed canon by the Synod of .Jamnia, 90 A. D. At 
t h is time it was not decided so much what should be in 
the Bible as what books alre ady were in it, these having 
been previously recognized as possessing superior s.piri tual 
qualities. Therefore, just as exilic disasters gave to the 
religious literature. of the nation its first great impetus, 
so also the persecution of Antiocbus and the conquests of 
the Romans stimulated among the Jews a similar zeal in pre-
serving more carefully than they ever had before their spir~ 
i tua.l writings and ancient documents. 
Such, then, was the complete structure of the Jew-
ish Old Testament, taken over entirely , - though perhaps 
with the order of some of ·the books slightly rearranged -
by the early Christian Church. 
To be sure, there were contentions in the early 
history of the Church as to whether or not t he Old Testa-
ment was sufficiently spiritual to be admitted on the higher 
plane of auth ority as a part of the Word of God. What place 
did t he Hebrew God, wh o prompted his favorites to the merci-
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less slaughter of their enemies, have in the new religion 
of Christian love? Or how did it happen that the same 
God would redeem mankind from the sinful world which he 
himself had created? It sounded too much like a house 
divided against itself for the philosophy of the Gnostics 
to fathom, and so they ended by rejecting the Old 'resta-
ment altogether. But, with the exception of the followers 
of this and similar heresies, the majority of early Chris-
tians accepted the canonized literature of the Hebrews as 
their own. For this there were two principal reasons. 
In the first place, the fact that Jesus and Paul had both 
accepted it did much toward persuading their followers to 
regard it as sacred; and in the second place, there existed 
among these early Christians a profound religious conviction 
that the Creator God of the Old Testament was also the Re-
deemer of mankind, as against the Gnostic philosophical con-
tention that the two could not possibly be in ha~nony with 
each other. God had created the world, loved it as his own, 
and had finally redeemed mankind from their own folly and 
shortcomings. Thus redemption was not opposed to creation, 
but rather, in the fullness of time, completed it. 
The Old Testament, therefore, was early established 
as part of the Christian Bible early in the history of our 
present era, and, save for one or two minor skirmishes, has 
remained unchallenged ever since. But although maintaining 
on the whole its firm position in the canon of Scripture, 
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it has nevertheless passed through various stages of inter-
pretation, so that today it is regarded in quite a differ-
ent light from that in which it was under the so-ca lled 
traditional view. It will be necessary to examine each 
of these conceptions, the traditional and the modern, in 
order to see in what ways the latter differs from the former, 
and whether, having weighed the merits and disadvantages of 
both, the scales indicate present loss or tip in t he direc-
tion of gain. 
The Traditional View of the Old Testament 
It has always seemed necessary in winning and hold-
ing adherents to any form of religion to be able to present 
to those adherents some sort of authority which will stimu-
late assurance. Up to the time of the Reformation this 
authority was vested in the Church and in her divinely or-
dained ministers on earth, who because of their position 
were regarded as infallible in interpreting to the laity 
the laws of life, eternal as well as tempore.l. But with 
the discovery of the human weaknesses in the clergy, which 
even ecclesiastical vesture could not transform, and with 
the increasing ability of those outside of the priesthood 
to ~ead and interpret for t hemselves the words of the Scrip-
tures, there came a change. Among the Reformers the author-
ity was now transferred from the Church to the Bible, as the 
original source of that living water which had for so long 
a time been diverted from its proper channels to turn the 
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wheels for any of the clergy who ch anced to have axes of 
their own to grind. The _ Bible then became U )e fount of 
all truth, and the touchstone for all the laws of living. 
If anyone wouJd know either, let him go to the Holy Scrip-
tures and read for himself without the intervention of an 
interpreter. 
No doubt this was a great step in t he direction 
of progress, but there were still many difficulties to be 
overcome. In t he first place, although each could read 
for himself, t here was as yet no way of showing up what 
they read in its true historical perspective. Eve r ything 
was on the same plane. It was all t h e Word of God, and 
therefore one part was of equal value with every o t her part, 
a:nd profitable alike for holiness and instruction. All mir-
aculous events recorded were to be taken literally, because 
t b ey were in the Bible. And the Bible was true because the 
predictions of the prophets had been fulfilled. That was 
the one proof which clinched the whole argument and silenced 
any would-be d rubter within t he fold. None but God could 
foretell t h e future, and the fact that the prophets had re-
corded it so accurately was evidence enough that they had 
been divinely inspired in a very literal manner to write 
the books which bore their names. Similarly other holy men 
who ch~nced to figure most prominently in the history of 
their day had been likewise inspired to serve as human eman-
uenses to record the unfoldings of Providence or the wisdom 
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and poetry from the lips of a divine dictator. 
Thus all was equally valuable and infallible, 
and possessed the divine authority worthy of its high 
origin. This was a perfectly natural conclusion at 
which to arrive from the scanty evidence which was avail-
able in those days, and is indeed not so foreign to us 
now, - due to its persistence among certain religious 
sects - but what we may still be able to sympath ize with 
the old point of view. In either case, - as a present 
local conviction, or as a former attitude of· almost uni-
versal prevalence - it may usually be traced to the lack 
of information. 
But in spite of the fact that everything was 
supposed to be on the s ame level of authority, due to a 
s i milar source of divine inspiration, t here were certain 
portions of the Old Testament which held a greater charm 
for some of its readers than did other parts. For example, 
there was the strong lure of the miraculous. What a spell 
it cast over those seeking for some tangible proof of God's 
reality and presence among men! For there had always ex-
isted and there probably will, for some time at least, con-
tinue to exist among those not accustomed to thinking deep-
ly or discriminatingly, a desire for prima facie evidence 
of supernatural power. 
Again, as in t he case with the Jews, the Law still 
held for sane t h e principal place of esteem, partly nc doubt 
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because of its supposed antiquity and God-given character 
and partly because of the very necessity of some infallible 
source of authority. As for the prophets, the spiritual 
and e t hical beauty of their writings were still enshrouded 
in t h e obscurity of mystery and misunderstanding , V1e em-
phasis being placed solely upon their supposed value as 
literal predictions of the future. 
Such then were the main characteri stics of the 
tradi t ional vie w of t h e Scriptures, - a theoretical assent 
to their uniform value as being all on the same level of 
literal inspiration, a practical interest in the miracu-
lous and in the predictive element of prophecy, and a ten-
dency to elevate the law to a predominant place of authority. 
But against such a view certain facts were bound to 
militate. There were portions of t h e Old Testament, for 
example, which did not seem to be as important as others, 
and it was even recognized that some of t he laws would have 
to be stretched out of all semblance to their original con-
text if t hey were to be applicable to present needs. But 
what happened, - was the view changed? Not at all; there 
was not yet s1~ficient infonnation to be had on the whole 
matter to make this possible, even if loyalty to tradition 
had not also stood in the way. It was the Bible that was 
changed, - or rather, its meaning. Perhaps, after all, it 
had been misunderstood. Surely all passages ought to be 
alike valuable, and if some seemed less so than others it 
..... 
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must be because their real meaning had not yet been brought 
to light. 
Hence t here arose, not all at once to be sure but 
g radually, the allegorical method of interpretation. Per-
haps it would be nearer t h e truth of t he matter t o say it 
was revived. For allegory was by no means a new method of 
interpreting Scripture. Far back in Jewish history, ante-
dating even our own Christian era, it held sway over t h e un-
critical u se of t he Old Testament, for its readers had little 
insight into t~ e real meaning and value of d ocuments coming 
from an age other t~an their own, to wh ich, h owever, they re-
mained steadfastly loyal. The explanation of this has been 
well expressed by Dr. J. Massie, wh o says: "When any litera-
ture has so deeply inwrought itself into the hearts and lives 
of a people as to have become a sacred and inseparable con-
stitu.ent of their nature, and when time has neve rtheless so 
far changed the current of thought as to make t h at literature 
apparently inconsistent with t h e new idea, or inadequate to 
express it, - then the choice for the people lies between a 
ruinous breach with what is, by t h is time, part and parcel 
of t hemselves, and, on t h e other hand, forcing t h e old lan -
gua ge to be a vehicle for the new t h ought. 11 ~-'" 
Both Jewish and Christian schools had t h erefore 
seized eagerly upon this method of seeing in the Scrip t u res 
the values which they thought it should contain if it were 
~~J. Massie, "Allegory," iii, Dictionary of t h e Bible, 
James Hastings. 
16 
truly the Word of God, as they had no doubt it was, having 
been so taught from childhood up, and having too much rever-
ence for its pages to think otherwise, - especially now that 
it seemed to be turning into such a veritable treasure-house 
of texts and illustrations whose hidden meaning could by the 
magic alchemy of their imagination be made to shed light upon 
and actually prove all the intricate teachings of their own 
favorite brands of theology. Nor were there so many diffi-
cult passages to be accounted for by embarrassed expositors 
in those days, - at least, if they were there, it was quite 
plain to be seen just what they meant, even though they were 
never made to mean the same things by the theologians of 
various persuasions. 
For all problems, allegory was the panacea. Even 
the trifling details of the ceremonial law were made to 
assume a new and enlarged significance under this highly 
pragmatic method of opening up the meaning of the Scriptures. 
When Origen read in the Levitical law, for example, that the 
meal offering might be baked in an oven, fried in a pan, or 
toasted on a plate,->~ he came to the very natural conclu sion 
that such trifles would matter very little to God, and immed-
iately sought for the spiritual significance of the passage, 
which he found to be this: t he meal offering stands for the 
Scripture, and since an oven, a plate, and a pan are mentioned, 
it is clear that the Scripture must have a three-fold sense . -:H:-
*Leviticus 2:4-7. 
-:H~Henry Preserved Smith: Essays in Biblical Interpretation, 
p. 53. 
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This is only one illustration of how the whole 
ancient and medieval church found in allegory the means of 
a ccommodating the obscurities, unworthy conceptions, or out-
grown precepts of an ancient book to the new situations aris-
ing in their own day, but they could be multiplied beyond 
belief. It must not be supposed that this method was allowed 
to go smoothly on its way without attack, however, even while 
it en .ioyed some of its most vigorous spurts of popularity. 
Indeed it was bitterly assailed in the very earliest days of 
the Reformation. For while we can follow its influence down 
through the times of Wyclif, Savonarola, and many another 
fearless bearer of impassi oned messages from the Old Book, 
it came to a sudden and rude ,iolt in the days of Calvln. 
"If in the modern church this old method of inperpretation 
is largely discredited," writes Fosdick, "although often sur-
reptitiously used even among intelligent Protestants, we prob -
ably owe that fact more to .Tohn Calvin than to any other man . n-::-
He it was who saw the harm of substituting for the original 
meaning of a passage, even though that meaning were hardly 
profitable for doctrine and instruction, the warped or exag-
gerated interpretations of every ephemeral theory. 
Luther 's name also must be classed with those who 
strove to dislodge allegory. "Allegories are empty specula-
tions," he wrote, "and as it were the scum of Holy Scripture"; 
"To allegorize is to .iuggle with Scripture"; " Allegory may 
~:-Harry Emerson Fosdick: The Modern Use of the Bible, p. 83. 
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degenerate into a mere monkey-game"; "Alle gories are 
II 
awkward, absurd, invented, obsolete, loose rags.* 
Having thus expended upon the detested method such terms 
of contempt, he vigorously applied his energies, as did 
t h e othe r reformers, to asserting as the fundamental prin-
ciple of Biblical exegesis the conviction t hat "every pas-
sage in Scripture had but one meaning, - the original na-
ti ve connotation of the words. "·:H~ 
This latter method of interpretation grew up 
parallel to, or pe r haps even was the result of, t he con-
temporary l lan o~ scientifi6 investigation, which was the 
guiding pr i nciple of the Reformation. Back to literalism 
went preaching with a vengeance, but as in the case with 
most reactions, the change did not seem an altogether heal-
thy solution of the problem. For now all the old difficul-
ties once more reared their heads, more persistent and even 
more de adly than ever. In vain the exegetes of t he time 
trie d to be literal; they were still wi thout the necessary 
historical background for understanding t h e Scriptures, and 
hence could do little better than guess at their orig inal 
meaning or fol l ow the dictates of the prevailing theology, 
as had t heir opponents, the a l l e gorists. 
"Cal v in drove allegory out the door," says Fosdick, 
"but its first cousin, t ypology , came in through the window. " ~HH:-
It really se eme d as though the l at te r condition of affairs was 
*Frederic W. Farrar: History of Interpretation, p.328. 
**Harry Emerson Fosdick: The Modern Use of the Bible, p.85. 
~HH<- Ibid. , p. 87. 
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much worse than the former, although by no means recognized 
at ~he time; for now there were not even the props of an 
allegorical interpretation upon which to lean in the face 
ef all the accentuated difficulties and inconsistencies. 
Out stood in bold relief once more, all the disturbing 
skeletons which for so long a period the expositors of 
holy writ had been wont to clothe in the fanciful fabric 
of an allegorical imagina.tion, - gross anthropomorphisms , 
belat ed ethics, Semitic cosmology , or mental c ategories 
no longer used. 
Thus the matter stood for many a century, for 
although the light actually did begin to break soon after 
the Reformation itself, for one reason or another its rays 
were conce a led under the bushel of pre ;judice and ignorance 
for many a long year, until finally they were corroborated 
by the discoveries of other sciences at t h e beginning of our 
own age. 
The Modern View of the Old Testament 
Some of these sciences have already been hinted at 
in connection with the outline of the Old Tes tament canon; 
such as, for instance, archeology, which has opened up such 
fascinating vistas into the realms of antiquity, the study 
of Semitic languages, the history of ancient Assyria, Ar abia, 
Phoenicia, or Egypt, as well as the study of compara tive reli-
gions. It is easy to see what a direct bearing all such know-
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ledge walldhave upon the understanding of the Old Testament. 
And still there is an even greater source of help available, 
and t h is is to be obtained from the science of Biblical criti-
cism itself. 
There are four branche.s of this science: the textual, or 
lower criticism, wh :ic h deals with a minute study of t he text 
of old manuscripts; the literary, or higher criticism, t aking 
into account t he authorship, date,and structure of t he docu-
ments; historical criticism, related to and dependent upon 
the literary; and the religious criticism, wh ich deals with 
the s p iritual and eth ical evaluation. It is this latter 
which is t h e most important for our study, although the lit-
erary is necessary to give us the correct understanding of 
the structure of the Old Testament. After a brief examination 
into the findings of the latter, therefore, we shall again 
return to the religious evaluation. 
We have already seen how the Jewish Old Testament was 
taken over by the early Christian Church, and along with it 
were accepted the main uncritical views of its structure. 
The general principle, as previou sly noted, seemed to be to 
assign the authorship of the various books to prominent char-
acters living at or near the time with which the books dealt. 
Thus to Moses was ascribed the entire Pentateuch; to Samuel, 
the historical books of Judges and Ruth; to David and Solomon, 
the poetic and wisdom literature, and so on. With the rise of 
humanism, however, a more critical investigation was introduced. 
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The f:lrst books to be examined were those constituting the 
Pentateuch, and these in turn supplied the clue to the un-
raveling of the entire Old Testament. 
It was in the middle of t he seventeenth century 
that the theory of the Mosaic authorship of t he Pentateuch 
was first rejected, although seriously questicre"l much earlier. 
This astounding declaration, ushered in by Hobbs' ''Leviathan" 
in 1651, .and Peyrere's "The Pre-Adamite", published in 1655, 
was again taken up in Spinoza's "Theological and Political 
Treatise" in 1670, the latter quoting from Rabbi Aben Ezra 
who secretly made a similar statement as far back as 1100. 
In 1680 Simon produced his critical introduction to the Old 
Testament which was in tu.rn criticized by Leclerc in 1685. 
Th e evidence produced by the above works in support of their 
conclusions was based on the negative argument that nowhere 
in the Pentateuch is it stated that Moses wrote it entirely, 
and on the positive argument that there are statements in 
these first five books which would imply that their au.thor 
lived after the time of Moses. Moreovei the repetition of 
similar accounts, - as in t h e case of the creation and flood 
stories - s oemed to be inconsistent with the idea of one au-
thor only, and also t h e lack of orderly arrangement and the 
diversity of style pointed to a similar conclusion. 
There was as yet, however, no attempt to unravel 
the original sources by means of scientific analysis. This 
was left for Astruc, who in 1753 published his work s h owing 
J , 
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that in the first two chapters of Genesis two different 
name s are used for the deity, Elohim an d Yahweh or Jehovah. 
Thus there started the so-called documentary hypoth esis, 
t he letter J standing for t he earliest account wh ich used 
t h e name Jehovah for God, and E for t h e writings from the 
supposed Eloh is t document. We have already said something 
of the composition and date of these narratives .in the sec-
tion on t h e canon. 
This theory seemed so reasonable t h at it was ex-
tende d by Eichhorn {1752-1827) to t he rest of the Penta-
teuch , and i n 1798 Ilgen enl a r ged upon t h e theme by assert-
ing t hat E itself was a composite of two independent sources, 
the Priestly· {P), as well as E. But this statement was over-
looked for half a century until rediscovered by Hupfe ld, wh o, 
in 1853, set forth the t h eory that the Priestly document (P) 
was intertwined with J, E, and D, (the Jehovist, Elohistic, 
and Deuteronomic narratives.) Thus it was not for one hun-
dred years after Astruc inserted the opening wedge that t he 
documentary idea was f u lly recognized. 
Befor e this time, however, De Wette h ad published, 
in 1806, his graduation "Discours e on Deuteronomy ," claiming 
that t h is book was composed in the time of Josiah, _i u s t be-
fore 600 B. c., when the Deuteronomic plan of h a v i n g only 
one sanctuary was introduced a nd a dopted. Again, in 1835 a 
y oung lecturer in the University of Berlin, by the n ame of 
George, set forth the theory th at the l a ws. of Deuteronomy 
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are evidently older than the other Pentateuchal laws. 
He a lso laid the cornerstone for all later criticism of 
Hebrew history by ' stating that in critical investigations 
of the Old Testament "the prophets must give the decisive 
light con cerning date, for their dates are the most certain 
among all." He it was who discovered that the prophets 
before Jeremiah refer often to the stories contained in 
t h e Pentateuch , but not one of them ever mentioned any of 
its laws. Jeremiah, however, both knew and spoke of "The 
r..~aw," which was that of Deuteronomy. Thus was the date 
of Deuteronomy settled and became a fixed point in the re-
construction of all the Old Testament literature. Also 
in t h e year 1835 appeared Vatke's "The Religi on of the Old 
Testament" placing P, with its Levitic a l law, in the post-
exilic period, or about 450 B. c., a position which Graf, 
1866, and later Wellhausen , confirmed and which became known 
as the"Oraf-Wellhausen theory." 
Thus the Pentateuch served as the clue to the en-
tire structure of the Old Testament as history and litera-
ture, and perhaps the most valuable of the more recent dis-
coveries in the field of Old Testament criticism resulted 
from this very clue which resulted in the transposition 
of t h e traditional order, in which the main body of the law 
preceded the exhortations of the prophets, not only in im-
portance but chronologically as well. For, whereas it was 
previously supposed by both Jewish and Christian schools 
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tha t the prophets had the ful J. advantage of the Law as it 
now stands, it has since been ·revealed, thanks to the pains-
taking labor of the critics mentioned above, that such was 
not the case. The prophets may indeed have had the germs 
of such a code, as contained in the decalogue for example, 
but the main body of explicit ceremonial regulations was 
the work of th priestly writers, who attempted to trans-
pose into popular customs the ethical teachings of their 
greater predecessors. 
But for the sake of emphasizing once more the 
main basic documents from which the Pentateuch was com-
posed, and in order to connect them with the dates to which 
they have been commonly assigned, we find ·that the Jahvist 
(.J) document must have been wr itten somewhere between 900 
and 850 B. c., for it described the coming of the Davidic 
monarchy, and contains the type of religion which Elilah 
and Elisha represent, as over against the great moral re-
form of Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah. The Elohist (E) was writ-
ten about 800 or 750 B. C. The Deuteronomist school (D) 
is an immediate development of the Elohistic school, and 
makes an advance upon the ideas of E with the same ulti-
mate moral aims. Its date, therefore, has been fixed from 
700 B. c., or a few years earlier, on down through the f<?l-
lowing century to the reformation of King Josiah in 621 B. c. 
The oldest part of Leviticus, (cc. 17-26) called the "Holi-
ness Code" (H) was very probably produced by a contemporary 
of Ezekiel, and is therefore from a little after 600 B. c. 
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Finally, the Priestly or foundation document {P) is the 
Torah-Book, brought with Nehemiah from Persia to Jerusa-
lem in 444 B. C., added as a base to extracts from the 
earlier documents, the whole having been adopted at that 
time as the charter of the new Jewish community. 
Thus we have caught a glimpse of how Biblical 
criticism, aided by the linguistic and archeological 
sciences, has greatly increased our ability to under-
stand the Old Testament. 
And yet, from a mere critical reconstruction 
of this literature, - with its intricate hair-splitting 
analysis, dividing books, chapters, and even verses a-
mong the various documents, sometimes centuries apart 
in chronology - there is little of real value to be gained, 
unless along with such an analysis we apply the newer meth-
ods of :rreading the Bible as literature, intended to meet 
the very urgent needs of its people, and also take into 
consideration the contemporary historical events which 
served as its background. In this way we may catch a glimpse 
of the lives of this changing and developing people, whose 
experiences were after all similar to our own today, al-
though their form of expressing them may have been vastly 
different. 
In this connection also the value of our enlarged 
knowledge in the field of psychology becomes evident for 
ushering in a more enlightened view, - provided we do not 
·-
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fall into the fallacy of attributing to this far-off r a ce, 
with their child-like imaginations, all of the powers of 
abstract thinking familiar to our own age and generation. 
This, together with the principle of evolution as a p plied 
to history, as well as tha t of natura lism, which enables 
one to read between the lines the working of all the laws 
of human motives and desires, has furnished the true key 
to the unraveling of Biblical as well as all other ancient 
literature. 
Wi t h this new view of the Old Testamen t in mind, 
therefore, let us weigh the advantages it presents over the 
old conception and also see whether or not it may have lost 
any thing of value. To take up the latter consideration first, 
we shall have to admit that as a source of divine and infalli-
ble authority the Old Testament has obviously fallen from its 
ers t while pedestal. No longer is it the literal Word of God 
as assumed in the old sense, but must be rec;ognized as the 
work of man. Now this is indeed a tragedy to some, resul t-
ing even at times in the complete casting aside of everything 
connected with religion, Jewish or Christian, - its holy sanc-
tions, sublime ideals, inspirations, and consolations. 
But, fortunately, for the thoughtful man, there is-
sues from all this change a different conception of t h e Old 
Testament, - one much more rational, natural, and heart-satis-
fying, which not only frees him from the defects of the er-
roneous view, but actually saves all the intrinsic excellen-




For now at length we are beginning to under-
stand that the Old Testament is, . to be sure, a compila-
tion of the literature of the Jewish nation, but also, 
viewed in the light of religious criticism, it is more. 
It is literature steeped in a deeply spiritual atmosphere, 
full of religious thoughts, ~onvictions, and principles, 
"treating its sub.iects from a religious standpoint, as 
related to the existence, providence, and government of 
God." The reason for this is to be found in the fact 
that its authors .themselves were deeply spiritual men, 
influenced and dominated by deep and powerful feelings, 
because the race to which they belonged, - the Hebrew 
branch of the Semitic - was pre-eminently characterized 
by the depth and strength of its religious life, as well 
as by its development of an earnest sense of a moral order 
in the universe, so t hat the religious ideas, convictions, 
and spirit, as well as the ethical ideals, cherished by 
the representative men in Israel were to some extent the 
common propert:r of all the members of the nation. 
Perhaps the most outstanding characteristic of 
the new view is t hat it places prophecy before the law 
with all its minute ceremonial regulations, as already 
noted. Due to the order in the Old Testament itself, 
and the former esteem in which the law was held, it was 
alwa·ys supposed that the opposite was true. But we have 
seen tnat one of the main contributions of literary criti-
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cism has been to reveal the surprising fact that the pro-
phets did not have the benefit of the priestly laws, al-
though they were no doubt familiar with the essence of the 
decalogue, but they thundered out their sermons on right-
eousness from the depths of their own moral and spiritual 
nature. The old order, or rather disorder, however, credit-
ed the patriarchs and Moses with the moral reforms of Amos, 
Hosea, and ,Jeremiah, while the chaotic times of the ,iudges 
seem even worse than necessary when regarded as a tremen-
dous backsliding from more moral teachings of which they 
really did not have the benefit. Instead of a strict mono-
theism, back there in the early dawn of Israel's h istory, 
we now realize that monotheism in the proper sense of the 
term was not preached in Israel until shortly before the 
fall of Samaria, which took p lace in the year 7'21 B. C. 
It was the inner experiences of the greatest characters in 
the Old Testament which moralized and universalised Israel's 
religion, and finally gave us our own. 
Thus not only has prophecy been placed before the 
law in chronology, but, what is far more important for a 
religious evaluation, it has also exalted it to first place 
due to its spiritual pregminence. Formerly the search for 
the miraculous and the emphasis upon the predictive element 
of prophecy shut out the greatness and the actual contribu-
tion of these wonderful Old Testament characters, as viewed 
against the real background of their own times. Thus there 
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was no sympathy for those very portions of Israel's religion 
which now stand out as most vital. But when rendered in-
telligible by a sympathetic and enlightened study we find 
the Old Testament personalities worthy of the profoundest 
reverence. We can appreciate their loyalty to the hi~hest 
ideals of their times, which we no longer would expect to be 
on the same level as ours; to be sure, but which we can now 
appreciate viewed against their proper historical environ-
ment. And if we catch the spirit of that loyalty or gain 
sufficient inspiration to go as far in advance of our day 
as they were ahead of theirs we will have learned from these 
old-time heroes one of the greatest lessons they are able 
to teach us. For because of their relationship to God we 
c~an visualize greater possibilities in our own, a value 
which is, surely, independent of changing scientific and 
philosophical views. 
Moreover, in this same connection, we find that 
the Old Testament records the discovery of some of the most 
fundamental truths of our religion. There is the monothe-
ism of Amos. in his preaching about the sovereignty of a 
righteous God; the remarkable utterances of Hosea, who through 
bitter experience could lay hold of the sublime conception 
that God possessed for his wayward people a love past all 
understanding; and the beautiful passages from Jeremiah, who 
found in the depths of his own life the possibility of a 
rich personal relationship with his God, - to say nothing 
7 ) 
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of the sacrificial appeal portrayed so vividly in the vi-
carious sufferings of the servant desaribed by the Second 
Isaiah that it is little wonder they were later applied to 
the atonement of the long-expected Messiah. 
This very Messianic hope became vital and spiritu-
al rather than predictive, when dealt with by the prophets, 
for with them the stress was always upon the greater value 
of faith and religious ideals, rather than upon the popular 
expectancy of materialistic benefits. To be sure they spoke 
ln the language of their day, and signs and wonders often 
formed a large part of that, but to see only the petty so-
called wonders and forget those far greater and more real 
wonders of llving spiritual worth would be a lamentable er-
ror. Yet such has, until recently, been the c ase in inter-
preting the written relics of these great teachers. 
Everything, according to the old view as we have 
seen, was on the same level of value and inspiration. Not 
only did t h is rob many of the writings of the Old Testament 
of all value wha tsoever, but it placed a false halo about 
much that was insignificant and trivial, thus destroying 
what has, under the new view, loomed up so conspicuous ly , -
the evidence of moral and spiritual development. For that 
there is real progress to be found in the records contained 
in the Old Testament can now scarcely be denied. Even the 
oldest account of the creation and the story of t h e deluge, 
crude as they may seem to u.s now with their anthropomorphic 
) i 
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implications, are far superior to the similar narratives 
of the surrounding nations. Here was progress at the very 
start, which increased remarkably until it reached its 
highest point in the moral and spiritual teachings of the 
prophets, as we have already noted. Thus the Old Testament 
will always be indispensable for an appreciation of the 
moral transformation of mankind, for it presents to our 
view a cross-section of national life lasting for centuries, 
and from this glimpse we can judge a little of the nature 
of the universe and the way of its development, eve~ mov-
i ng toward that "one far-off divine event." 
All of this was of course impossible under the 
traditional view. But there were other and more seriou.s 
effects than those already noted even. For years this 
closed view proved an obstacle to the advancement of many 
branches of learning. The teachings of modern ~eology were 
opposed because they were out of harmony with t he first . chap-
ter of Genesis ; the theory of evolution, now accepted in 
sorne form by nearly all scientists, was resisted as an in-
vention of the devil himself; the science of historical and 
literary criticism, of which Biblical criticism is but one 
branch, was ridiculed because its results did not happen to 
harmonize with the traditional conception of Scripture . All 
of which is still happening today. And yet it is by no means 
new, fo r the same was true in the days of Columbus, of Ga lileo, 
Copernicus, and a host of other. truth-seekers who suffered at 
' ), )-
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the hands of such ignorance and bigotry. Under the new 
view, however, these discoveries in the realm of . science 
are not only welcome, but oft.en actually enhance the value 
of the Scriptures owing to their contributions to the sum 
of .truth in general. 
Perhaps the most serious defect of all, however, 
resulting from the former view of infallibility and a liter-
al interpretation, was the fact that it afforded a trivial 
and immoral conception of God; for surely many of the p a s -
sages contained in the earliest parts of the Old Testament 
were hardly worthy of being the speech of the deity. This 
was recognized, as noted above, and hence such speeches 
were supposed to contain mysteries concerning the atonement 
of mankind, or other spiritual references. But this hardly 
raised the status of the Eternal from triviality . God was 
freed, it is true, as one writer has remarked, from insist-
ing on the exact measurements of ark or temple, but only by 
"being made a lover of riddles." Thus superstition took the 
place of reverence, and revelation became unnatural and un-
related to the inner life. But now all of this is done a-
way with . Rather than producing a worthless conception of 
God, it brings him out of the remote past irito the living 
present, near to the souls of all, opening the way of spir-
itual approach and communion without the intervention of 
even a sacred book. And as for the sacred book, it has been 
removed from assault by a more natural and rational concep-
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tion which regards it, not as a single, homogeneous work, 
not as a textbook of science, or systematic ethics, not 
as claimitig for itself any infallibility, but as a collec-
tion of . literature whose language is fluid, free, and vari-
ous, like all living literature, not to be interpreted liter-
ally, but in accordance with a true literary instinct. For 
out of the abundance of the life of the Israelitish people 
sprang their literature, just as all literature is prodt.lced, 
with all of its human imperfections, limitations, and errors, 
but full, nevertheless, of deep, earnest, holy thought and 
spirit, which gave to it its priceless value. 
Such a view is not only natural and rational, but 
spares the necessity of apologizing for anything. It trans-
fers from the Scriptures to the human soul the bias of re-
ligion, making us see that it is a greater fact than the 
Bible; for "religion is not the product of Scripture, but 
scripture, rather, is the product of religion," as deep as 
the human heart and as eternal as the grace of God, to teach 
men t hat the natural is after all more wonderful than the 
miraculous. 
Thus regarded, the Bible is freed from that ar-
bitrary usage which involved all the vagaries and eccen-
tricities of scriptural exegesis, - from the rise of Rab-
b inism among the Jews, and Allegorism among the early Chris-
tians, down to the Millenialism and Christian Science of our 
own day. By such false methods of interpretation, or perhaps 
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the absence of all method, the Bible has been made to 
teach almost every conceivable doctrine and support many 
a terrible wickedness, - slavery, polygamy, and c apital 
punishment - t h e taproot of all these erroneous teachings 
and unholy sanctions being found in the idea of plenary 
inspiration and infallibility of the Scriptures. It is 
no wonder we find Shakespeare exclaiming, 
"In religion 
What damned error but some sober brow 
Will bl~ss it and approve it with a text 
Hidi.ng the grossness with fair ornament?'' 
All of this, however , would be impossible if the Bible were 
treated in the true spirit of frankness with which it is 
regarded by some today. 
Then, too, such a view only confirms the growing 
conviction of the indwelling power of God, as a dynamic 
spiritual force in the heart of man as well as permeating 
all creation. He himself it was who touched the hearts of 
his people, penetrated their conscience, guided and in-
spired them, working in them to "will and to do of his good 
pleasure." All this seems reasonable to be believed of the 
immanent and infinite spirit, and is the very soul of the 
v a st movement out of which came, in the course of centuries, 
the full-grown religion of the Israelitish people. 
There were other nations, it is true, who possessed 
their sacred scriptures, and that there is much of value in 
them is not to be denied. But in how many of them do we find 
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the ideas expressed in the Old Testament, - ideas of freedom, 
of individuality, or of that optimistic expectancy which 
placed in the future the dream of a Golden Age, rather than 
relegating it to the "good old days" of the dim forgotten 
past? It was this that led the Hebrews to endure the bitter-
ness of captivity, in the belief that God was chastening them 
for the better days ahead; for surely such an experience would 
have been the death of all faith in the power of their God, 
had not the prophets placed him above the level of a mighty 
warrior, as surrounding nations esteemed their deities, and 
caught the significance of a God whose strength lay in ethi-
cal ideals rather than in temporal possessions and victories. 
And so, again we see that when viewed against the 
background of its own times, rather than that of our day, 
the Old Testament looms up in vastly increased significance. 
we catch sight of its greatness and forget its little imper-
fections, because they are understood as fragments of the old 
out of which the nation emerged, and not, therefore, to be 
confused with the intrinsic worth of the new ide al s strug-
gling toward the light~ 
But there is still one more advantag·e to be de-
rived from this new view of the Old Testament writings, and 
that is bound up with the fact that only by a careful under-
standing of their contents and significance can we apprehend 
the character of Christ. He himself was a devout student 
of the Scriptures of his people, and far from setting them 
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aside as unworthy or outgrown, he announced that he had come 
to fulfil them. He appreciated and accepted the great value 
found in the experiences of the prophets, and so absorbed 
their teachings that it is little wonder it seemed to many 
that his story was predicted in these earlier writings . For 
he ca1.J.ght the significance of the mission of his nation as 
a suffering servant ministering to the needs of other peoples, 
but applied this mission to his own personal life, thereby 
carrying it further into the realm of individual experience, 
and adding to it all his supreme conceptions of the love and 
righteousness to be found in the kingdom of God upon earth, 
brought about by the perfection of individual rel a tionships 
through a realization of the personal communion with a com-
mon Father , not by contemplation alone, but rather in the 
active service of doing his will. 
Moreover, by knowing the . religiou.s values ex-
pressed iri the Old Testament, we can better understand the 
contribution of Jesus to them. And again we see another 
link added to the chain , connecting all that is worthwhile 
in the old with t h ose values needed for its compl e tion, 
and pro.iection the whole toward the dawn of a newer and 
better era. 
It seems a long time since this era began, and 
yet viewed in the vast stretch of the ages, as far as our 
finite imaginations will permit, it is but a little while , 
and so slowly does progress seem to move that in spite of 
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our advancement along many lines, we scarcely seem to have 
caugh t u p yet with the ideals of the greatest of the Old 
Testament prophets, - to say nothing of coming within even 
the outer rays of the pure white light of One who c ame to 
fulfil by his own matchless life their noblest visions. 
And until we do either, can we say that we have outgrown 
the Scriptures? Let him who can rightly make such a claim 
then be the first to lay t hem aside. Or can we deny they 
truly contain in spirit t h e Word of God, speak i ng; conviction 
to our very souls and pointing the way to life eternal? 
Rather will we have to admi t that, far from being ready to 
cast them away as worthless, we are only beginning to catch 
a glimpse of their real significance; for the more we study 
them, and the more light there is cast upon them from all 
angles and from every branch of knowledge, the more they 
will be found to incre as e in value. So that far from being 
destructive, the new view should save and enhance for us 
whatever they contain of worth, by redeeming them from a 
tottering t h eory, and placing them in the real setting of 
a ll-inclusive truth. Nor are we through with the process 
of reconstruction; we have sca rcely begun. But by the most 
reliable sources of scholarship the method and attitu de to-
ward the problem have been indicated clearly enough to serve 
as a guide bywhich all future efforts may be l e d, until 




We saw in our introduction that, in the first place, 
the progress made in scientific fields had so far outstripped 
the information we possessed concerning religion and the 
correct interpretation of the Scriptures that it was neces-
sary for attention to be focussed upon the latter, if it 
were t o keep pace with our other knowledge; and t hat, secondly, 
this was aided by the science of Biblical criticism. Confining 
the investigation to the literature in the Old Testament, we 
therefore set as the object of our study a brief historical 
account of the. formation of the Old Testament canon, an exam-
ination into the traditional view of the Scriptures, and 
finall y a comparison of this with the modern view, pointing 
out both the loss and gain of the latter. 
In the outline of the Old Testament canon, we 
recognized that the growth was both slow and natural, result-
ing finally in the compilation of certa in documents regarded 
as valuable for showing Israel the religious implications of 
her· history . These documents fall into three main divisions: 
the Law, having been c anonized first, the Prophets , recognized 
next, and the other Writings last, the entire process taking 
place approximately between the middle of the fifth centu ry 
B. ·c • . and the beginning of the first. The .Jewish Old Testa-
ment was recognized as canonical by the Christian Church , al-
though regarded at various times in different ways , some of 
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which we have examined under the two main headin~s of 
traditional and modern views. 
The traditional view held the Scrip~wes to 
be practically on an equal level throughout of literal 
inspiration, and therefore importance, although the 
Law still held a large place of esteem as it h a d with 
t h e Jews. The prophets were emphasized chrefly as capable 
of predicting the future under God's direction or dicta-
tion, this fnct serving as proof that the Bible wa s lit-
erally God-given and infallible. Inconsistencies, triv-
ialities, and passages unworthy of a God-given book were 
explained away by allegory, succeeded later b y typology . 
The modern view was ushered in as a gradual 
process of development accompanying the growth of knowl -
edge in almost every field imagitiable, - archeology, 
the study of Semitic languages, comparative religions, 
and especially Biblical criticism making the chie f con-
tributions. The nature of the struct11re of the Old Tes-
tament was brought to 1 i ght by the literary critics, this 
serving as a foundation to a more correct view of t h e 
Scriptures as the unhistorical and unscientific but deeply 
religious literature of' t h e Israelitish people . This re-
construction transposed the traditional order o f the main 
body of t h e law and the prophetic writings, making the 
latter loom up in all their admirable moral and spiritual 
vigor as never before. · Gone was the old authority of in-
) 
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fallibility, and this was a serious loss for those who 
preferred a set form of religious rules, but a gain on 
the other hand for the growing realization of God's in-
dwelling spirit in the heart of man. The power was trans-
ferred from outside and beyond to within, - a living dy-
namic relationship with God in one's inmost being. 
Many defects of the older view were · done away 
with, - trivial and unworthy ideas of God, opposition to 
scientific discoveries, authority for unsocial conditions, 
emphasis on t he predictive element of prophecy rather t h an 
on the ethical and s piritual, the latter bein~ a result of 
t he modern view including its vital conception of the Me s-
s~nic hope; other advantages being a discovery of some of 
the most fundamental tru ths of our religion, and also a 
better understanding of Christ's background and contribu-
t ion to t .he religion of ·the Old Testament. 
The new view, then, is natural and unfettered, 
free to reach out for truth in any form. Rather than de-
stroying the value of the Scriptures it greatly enhances 
t hem by detaching them from the incorrect ideas which served 
as a basis for attack, and revealing the inner spiritual 
truths common .to t he experience of all, no matter what the 
form of expression may be. 
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